
AF TER FEB RU ARY 1943, the 
shadow of Stal in grad ever
length ened ahead of Adolf
Hit ler.  The bat tle for that
city had ended in dis as -
trous de feat, shat ter ing the

myth of his mili tary “Mi das touch,” end ing
his chances of de feat ing the Red Army,
per ma nently dam ag ing re la tions with It aly,
Ru ma nia, Hun gary, and other al lied na tions,1
and, of course, in flict ing heavy losses on his 
east ern ar mies.  More than 150,000 Axis sol -
diers, most of them Ger man, had been killed 
or wounded in the city's ap proaches or ru -
ins; 108,000 oth ers stum bled into So viet

cap tiv ity, 91,000 in the bat tle's last three
days alone.  (Al though Hit ler never learned
of their fate, only six th o u s a nd ever re -
turned to Ger many.)

The bat tle has at tracted con sid er able schol -
arly and jour nal is tic at ten tion.  Lit er ally scores
of books and ar ti cles on Stal in grad have ap -
peared dur ing the 50 years since Sta lin's ar -
mies bull dozed into Ber lin, bring ing the war 
in Europe to a close.  Most have been pub -
lished in Ger many and, to a lesser de gree,
Rus sia, where the name “Stal in grad” still
con jures up pow er ful and emo tional im -
agery.2  Com para tively few have been pub -
lished in the English- - speaking world, and
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this is un der stand able.  Be cause no Brit ish,
Com mon wealth, or Ameri can forces took
part in the bat tle, they can number none of
their own among its many he roes, mar tyrs,
pris on ers, and vic tims. Moreo ver, al though
the Ger man de feat at Stal in grad was im me -
di ate ly seen in the West as a turn ing point,
its ef fects were not di rectly felt by the
Anglo- - American na tions.

The main fo cus of Stal in grad his to ri -
ography, in clud ing the dozen books pub -
lished in 1992 and 1993 to com memo rate
the bat tle's 50th an ni ver sary, has been the
fight ing, en cir clem ent, suf fer ing, and de -
struc tion of Gen er al feld mar schall Frie drich
Pau lus's Sixth Army.  Few books and ar ti cles
have de voted ade quate at ten tion to the ac -
tivi ties of the Luft waffe, al though it made
sub stan tial con tri bu tions to all bat tles
through out the 1942 sum mer cam paign—of

which Stal in grad was the cli max—and it
alone was re spon si ble for the main te nance
of Sixth Army af ter Mar shal G. K. Zhu kov's
forces sev ered it from all but ra dio con tact
with other Ger man army forma tions.  Even 
fewer works—and none in Eng lish—have
ana lyzed in depth Hit ler's deci sion to sup ply
the forces trapped at Stal in grad from the air,
even though this de ci sion led to the de struc -
tion of those forces af ter the Luftwaffe failed 
to keep them ade quately sup plied.

Of course, most writ ers on the Bat tle of
Stal in grad do briefly touch on the de ci sion
to air lift bef ore launch ing into their de -
scriptions of Sixth Army's suf fer ing or the
Luft waffe's poor per form ance.  Their treat -
ment of the decision- - making pro cess, how -
ever, is in varia bly weak and un per sua sive.
Al most all blame Her mann Gör ing, the
Luft waffe's in ef fec tual com mander in
chief.  When Hit ler asked him what the air
force could do, they claim, Gör ing made
rash prom ises of an air lift, hop ing its suc -
cess would re store his flag ging pres tige.
Lack ing dis sent ing voices and trust ing Gör -
ing, Hit ler went ahead and or dered the air -
lift.  Typi f y ing this line of  ar gu ment,
Gen er al feld mar schall Erich von Man stein
wrote: “I am un sure whether Gör ing's
frivo lous as sur ances to Hit ler were due to a
false ap pre cia tion of ex ist ing capabili ties, or
of a des per ate need for ad mi ra tion.  What ever 
the cause, Gör ing was re spon si ble.”3

Many early writ ers on Stal in grad (in clud -
ing von Man stein), it should be noted, were
par tici pants in the events. Their bi ases and
pre con cep tions are evi dent in their self- -
 serving, blame- - shifting ac counts. How ever,
their works were in flu en tial in shap ing
schol arly opin ion in the first dec ades af ter
the war, and their de scrip tions and ex pla na -
tions have been, with a few ex cep tions,4
ac cepted un criti cally to the pres ent day. In 
a re cent work on Stal in grad, for ex am ple,
Franz Ku rowski re peats many er rors and
con cludes: “What had moved Hit ler to give
this death or der to Sixth Army? Dur ing a
tele phone con ver sa tion on 23 No vem ber 
1942, he asked Gör ing di rectly whether the
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sup ply of Stal in grad by air was pos si ble.
Gör ing re plied, `The thing ap pears fea si -
ble.'”5 Likewise, Sam uel Mit cham writes in
his own book on the Luft waffe: 

The only way the Reichsmarschall could
redeem himself in the Führer's eyes was to
score a spectacular military victory. Stalingrad 
seemed to be his ticket. He promised Hitler
that the Luftwaffe would resupply Stalingrad
by air . . . . It was the major turning point of
the war.6

Gör ing was cer tainly among those re -
spon si ble for one of the war's most ill- -
 considered de ci sions, but he does not de -
serve sole blame, as this study tries to dem -
on strate.  It at tempts to rec re ate the
decision- - making pro cess from sur viv ing
sources—in clud ing the dia ries of Luft waffe
com mand ers in the Stal in grad sec tor, who
found their op po si tion to the air lift ig nored
by their army coun ter parts and by the High
Com mand—and tries to de ter mine cul pa bil -
ity in a more evenhanded, dis pas sion ate
man ner than pre vi ously at tempted.

When the So viet Fifth Tank and Twenty- -
 first Ar mies launched their mas sive coun -
terof fen sive north west of Stal in grad (code- -
 named Ura nus) on 19 No vem ber, an ex -
hausted Hit ler was en joy ing a brief holi day
at the Berg hof, his moun tain re treat in
Berchtes gaden, south ern Ba varia. His re laxa -
tion came to an abrupt end that af ter noon
when he took a tele phone call from his head -
quar ters in East Prus sia.  Clearly agi tated,
Kurt Zeitzler, chief of the Army Gen eral
Staff, shouted down the line that hun dreds
of So viet tanks had shat tered the Ru ma nian
front ex actly where Hit ler had ear lier pre -
dicted and that the Ru ma nian forma tions
were in full flight.7 Re peated up dates
through out the af ter noon con vinced Hit ler
that the situa tion was se ri ous, al though he
still felt that Gen er al ma jor Ferdi nand
Heim's LXVIII Pan zer Corps could, if prop -
erly deployed, con tain the en emy break -
through. He promptly or dered Gen era loberst 
Maxi mil ian von Weichs, com mander of
Army Group B, to aban don all fur ther of -

fen sive op era tions within Stal in grad and
trans fer forces from the city to the bro ken
flank.

When the So viet South west ern Front
breached the Axis flank south of Stal in grad
the next day, Hit ler re al ized that his Fourth
Pan zer and Sixth Ar mies were in grave dan -
ger of en cir clem ent by the two great pin -
cers.  He im me di ate ly con tacted
Gen er al feld mar schall von Man stein, whom
he con sid ered his best army op era tional com -
mander. He or dered him to aban don the
planned at tack at Ve likiye Luki in the far
north of Rus sia and to take charge of a
newly cre ated com mand, Army Group
Don, in the Stal in grad sec tor.8 Von Man stein 
was ideal for the job be cause of his fine stra -
te gic mind and un par al leled ex perience with
Ru ma nian units. Al though de lighted by Hit -
ler's trust, the field mar shal was ini tially dis -
cour aged to learn the com po si tion of his
new army group: Ru ma nian Third Army,
which had crum bled wher ever struck; Fourth
Pan zer Army, a large por tion of which (in -
clud ing most of its tanks) lay trapped be -
tween the quickly clos ing So viet pin cers;
and Sixth Army, com pletely bot tled up. The
lat ter was also worn down af ter months of
con stant ac tion, with all bat tal ions far be low 
strength. Hit ler did tell the field mar shal to
ex pect re in force ments to tal ing six in fan try
and four pan zer di vi sions, a Luft waffe field 
di vi sion, and some flak units. Of these
forma tions, however, only two in fan try di -
vi sions were at hand. The oth ers would
not ar rive un til early in De cem ber.

Gör ing was cer tainly among those
re spon si ble for one of the war's
most ill- - considered de ci sions, but
he does not de serve sole blame.

Gen era loberst Hans Jeschon nek, chief of 
the Luft waffe Gen eral Staff, ar rived at the
Berg hof that same day (20 No vem ber).
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Hit ler had sum moned him from his head -
quar ters in East Prus sia to dis cuss the air
force's role in any at tempted break out or re -
lief op era tions.9  Gör ing was “too busy” to
at tend; he was pre sid ing over an oil con -
ference at Kar in hall, his coun try es tate in Ber -
lin.  No ver ba tim rec ords of Hit ler's con ver -
sa tion with Jeschon nek have sur faced, but
the ba sic facts are known: Hit ler ex plained
that Sixth Army would proba bly be to tally
cut off within days, that he had or gan ized
a new army group un der von Man stein, and
that it would launch a re lief ef fort as
soon as pos si ble.  He hoped not only to
free Sixth Army within a short time, but
also to re gain lost ter ri tory and re build a
strong de fen sive line.  Ap par ently un der -
stand ing Sixth Army's en cir clem ent to be
tem po rary, Jeschon nek as sured Hit ler that
if both trans port planes and bomb ers were
used, and if ade quate air fields in side and
out side the pocket could be main tained, the 
Luft waffe could air lift suf fi cient sup plies to
the army.  Af ter all, he pointed out, the air
force had suc cess fully sus tained one hun -
dred th o u s a nd men in the Demy ansk pocket 
for sev eral months dur ing the pre vious win -
ter.

The [Luft waffe] had sucess fully sus -
tained one hun dred th o u s a nd men
in the Demy ansk pocket for sev eral
months dur ing the pre vious win ter.

The com pari son with Demy ansk was
specious, as Jeschon nek him self proba bly re al -
ized as soon as he had time to think through 
the is sues (sel dom pos si ble when deal ing
with Hit ler, who al ways wanted im me di ate
an swers to his ques tions). The one hun dred
th o u s a nd men of II Army Corps trapped at
Demy ansk had re quired no less than three
hun dred tons of sup plies per day.10 Be cause
of low op era tional rates caused by win ter
con di tions, the Luft waffe had been forced to 

com mit al most five hun dred Jun kers Ju- - 52s
to the air lift in or der to en sure that suf fi cient 
planes—around 150—could carry that ton -
nage each day.11  Fur ther, the pres ence of the 
VVS (Voyenno- - vozdushnyye sily, the So viet
Air Force) at Demy ansk had been neg li gible,
al low ing al most un in ter rupted Ger man air
op era tions with low losses.12 The situa tion
at Stal in grad was very dif fer ent. First, al most 
three times as many men were en cir cled
there than had been at Demy ansk. If one
hun dred th o u s a nd men had needed three
hun dred tons of sup plies per day, then, logi -
cally, 250,000 men would need around 750 
tons, an al most im possible ton nage to de -
liver (as cal cu la tions made at Hit ler's head -
quar ters a few days later confirmed).13

Sec ond, the Luft waffe did not pos sess any -
where near enough trans port aircraft and
avail able bomb ers to de liver such
tonnages. Third, VVS forces at Stal in grad
were now far stronger than they had been at
Demy ansk. They would greatly ham per air lift
op era tions and in flict high losses.

 Jeschon nek's spon ta ne ous and ill- -
 considered as sur ance that the air force could
sus tain Sixth Army at Stal in grad pleased Hit -
ler.  He could hardly al low the army to aban -
don that city af ter he had pro claimed to
the en tire Ger man na tion in Sep tem ber
that “you can be cer tain no one will get us 
away from there!”14 and, only two weeks
ear lier, had trum peted in the Mu nich Löwen -
bräukel ler that his forces had taken that
“vitally- - important city . . . with Sta lin's
name,” where the “real” war was be ing
fought.15  Un able to eat his words, Hit ler
now found him self com mit ted to hold ing
Stal in grad.  On the af ter noon of the 21st,
there fore, he sent a mes sage di rectly to Pau -
lus, or der ing him to stand firm “de spite the
dan ger of tem po rary en cir clem ent.”  He was 
to hold open the rail link as long as pos si -
ble. “As to air lift,” he added, “or ders will
fol low.”16

Nei ther Hit ler nor Jeschon nek en vis aged
an air lift of the Demy ansk scale or du ra tion. 
They still thought that von Man stein would
soon break the en cir clem ent and re store the
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south ern front.  Sixth Army would only need
to be sup plied by air in the mean time.  Yet
that is clearly not the way army com mand ers 
in the field, faced with the grim re ali ties of
their pre dica ment, in ter preted Hit ler's ref -
erences to an air lift.  Sixth Army's sen ior of fi -
cers felt that un less they broke out im me di -
ate ly (which they un suc cess fully ad vo cated), 
their army would have to be sup plied by
air for weeks, if not months.  They stated
that it would need 750 tons of sup plies per
day (reduc ing this fig ure to five hun dred tons 
within a few days).  Their state ments to this
ef fect hor ri fied lo cal Luft waffe com mand ers,
whose de pleted units would have to carry
out the air lift.

Later that day (21 No vem ber), Gen -
eralleut nant Mar tin Fie big, com mander of
Fliegerkorps VIII, the Luft waffe corps re spon -
si ble for all air op era tions in the Stal in grad

sec tor, tele phoned Gen er al ma jor Schmidt, 
Sixth Army's chief of staff, to dis cuss the
army's in ten tions.  Pau lus lis tened on an -
other phone.  Fie big's re port on this con ver -
sa tion re veals the ten sion that quickly
de vel oped be tween army and air force com -
mand ers when the former read ily em braced
Hit ler's sug ges tion that the air force would
keep alive the trapped army:

In response to my questions about Sixth
Army's intentions, General Schmidt replied
that the army commander proposed to deploy
his army in a hedgehog [that is, all--around]
defense of Stalingrad . . . . Regarding the
possibilities of this hedgehog defense, I asked
how they planned to keep Sixth Army
supplied, especially when the supply line from 
the rear looked certain to be cut very soon.
General Schmidt replied that supplies would
have to be carried in by air.  I replied that
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supplying an entire army by air was impossible,
particularly when our transport aircraft were
already heavily committed in North Africa.  I
warned him against exaggerated expectations.
Generaloberst Paulus entered the conversation 
occasionally on his other telephone line.  Next 
morning, at 0700, I telephoned General Schmidt
again, telling him that he was counting too
strongly on air supply.  I stressed to him again
that, after long deliberations, based on my
experience and knowledge of the [limited] means
available, supplying Sixth Army by air was
simply not feasible.  Further, the weather and
enemy situations were completely unpredictable
factors.17

An other promi nent air leader shared Fie -
big's view: the highly deco rated Gen era -
loberst Wolf ram Frei herr von Richtho fen,
com mander of Luft flotte 4, the air fleet in
charge of all Luft waffe op era tions in south -
ern Rus sia (includ ing the Ukraine, the Cri -

mea, the Black Sea, the Cau ca sus and, of
course, the Stal in grad sec tor).  Von
Richtho fen's views car ried far more weight
than those of Fie big, his subordi nate.  Not
only was he con sid ered to be Ger many's
lead ing op era tional air com mander, but he
was also liked and re spected by the per son
who mat tered most: Hit ler him self.  In
fact, Hit ler ad mired von Richtho fen, a
com mit ted Na tional So cial ist, ag gres sive
comman der, in spir ing leader, forth right ad -
viser, and loyal fol lower.

 Von Richtho fen con sid ered it sheer mad -
ness for Pau lus and his staff to plan an all- -
 around de fense at Stal in grad and pin their
hopes on the Luft waffe to sus tain their
army.  The air force sim ply lacked the abil -
ity to keep it sup plied, he fran tic ally warned 
eve ry one who would lis ten.  “Sixth Army
be lieves that it will be sup plied by the air
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fleet in its hedge hog po si tions,” he com -
plained in his di ary on the 21st.18  “I make
every ef fort to con vince it that this can not be 
ac com plished, be cause the nec es sary trans -
port re sources are not avail able.”  Dur ing
“dread fully many tele phone calls . . . un til
late in the night,” he em phati cally in sisted
to al most every rele vant air force and army
leader—in clud ing Gör ing in Ber lin, Zeitzler
in East Prus sia, Jeschon nek at Berchtes gaden, 
and von Weichs at Army Group B head quar -
ters—that he lacked the means to sup ply Pau -
lus's army.  It should imme di ately at tempt
to break out.19  His pro tests fell on deaf
ears and, de spite sev eral re quests, no one
would put his call through to Hit ler.

The fol low ing day, Gen er al ma jor Wolf gang
Pick ert, com mander of the 9th Flak Di vi sion 
and the sen ior Luft waffe of fi cer trapped in

the pocket, ech oed these sen ti ments to Pau lus
and Schmidt dur ing a con fer ence in Nizhne-
 - Chirskaya, at tended by these gen er als and
Gen era loberst Her mann Hoth, Fourth Pan zer 
Army's com mander.  Ac cord ing to Pick ert's
sub se quent ver sion of what tran spired (the
only sur viv ing ac count), Schmidt asked him
at one point what he thought should be
done.  “I would gather to gether all the forces 
I could and break out to the south west,” the 
flak gen eral bluntly re plied.  Schmidt ex -
plained that Hit ler had ex pressly or dered
Sixth Army to stand fast at Stal in grad, that
the army lacked suf fi cient fuel for a proper
break out at tempt, and that the ter rain it self
com pli cated mat ters.  The So vi ets held
higher ground to the west, mean ing that
Sixth Army would be ex posed to their guns
if it at tempted to break out.  Such an at -
tempt would have to be made with out
heavy weap ons, in any event, be cause of the 
fuel short ages.  Moreo ver, it would be nec es -
sary to leave 15,000 sick and wounded sol -
diers to their fate.  For these rea sons,
Schmidt added, a break out would proba bly
turn into a “Na po le onic ca tas tro phe.”20

Pick ert re jected this as “non sense,” in sist -
ing that a break out was the only so lu tion.
His flak forces could help con sid era bly, he
added.  He had nu mer ous heavy bat ter ies for 
cov er ing fire, and his men could carry his 
20 mm flak guns (160 of them) and their am -
mu ni tion across the steppes.  “No,” Schmidt
con cluded, “the army has been or dered to
stand fast at Stal in grad.  As a re sult, we shall
form hedge hog de fenses and ex pect sup plies
from the air.”  The flak com mander, who
appar ently had no knowl edge of Fie big's pre -
vious de bate with the army on the mat ter, was
flab ber gasted.  “Sup ply an en tire army from
the air?—ab so lutely im pos si ble!  It sim ply can -
not be done, es pe cially in this weather.”  De -
spite re peat edly plead ing with the Sixth Army
to break out and ex plain ing at length the rea -
sons why the Luft waffe could not keep it sup -
plied,  Pick ert was un able to per suade the
army. Pau lus had re mained si lent through out
the discus sion, but fi nally told the air man
the two most im portant things in his
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mind: that Hit ler had or dered him to stand
fast, and that a break out at tempt with the
means avail able would proba bly only end in
dis as ter.  Schmidt re mained ada mant about
the air lift.  “It sim ply has to be done,” he
stated, add ing that his men would do their
bit to cut down the sup ply level by eat ing the
thou sands of horses within the pocket.21

Thus, Luft waffe com mand ers in the field
were unani mous both in their be lief that the 
air force could not sup ply the en tire Sixth
Army and in their con dem na tion of the idea 
to lo cal army com mand ers and to the High
Com mand it self.  They even tu ally made sev -
eral con verts, most no ta bly Zeitzler (as will
soon be shown) and Gen era loberst von
Weichs, com mander of Army Group B.  The
lat ter had lis tened care fully to von Richtho -
fen's ar gu ments.  Per suaded, he sent a tele -
typed mes sage to the High Com mand on 22
No vem ber.22  The prompt with drawal of
Sixth Army was es sen tial, he said, es pe cially
because “the sup ply by air of the twenty di vi -
sions that con sti tute this army is not pos si -
ble.  With the air trans port avail able, and in
fa vor able weather con di tions, it is pos si ble
to carry in only one- - tenth of their es sen tial
daily re quire ments.”  Von Weichs added that 
al though a break out would “en tail heavy
losses, es pe cially in ma te riel,” it was the
only vi able op tion and would, if suc cess ful,
“re sult in fa vor able de vel op ments in the
situa tion as a whole.”

Von Richtho fen con sid ered it sheer
mad ness for Pau lus and his staff to
plan an all- - around de fense at
Stal in grad and pin their hopes on
the Luft waffe to sus tain their army. 
The air force sim ply lacked the abil -
ity to keep it sup plied, he
fran tic ally warned eve ry one who
would lis ten.

Sev eral of the army corps com mand ers
bot tled up in Stal in grad also agreed that the
war was over for them if the High Com mand 
re fused a break out and or dered an air lift.
On 22 No vem ber, while Pick ert was bat tling
Pau lus and Schmidt in Nizhne- - Chirskaya, a
meet ing be tween corps com mand ers took
place at Gum rak, within the pocket.23  Act ing
on his own ini tia tive, Wal ther von Seyd litz,
com mander of LI Army Corps, sum moned
the other corps com mand ers—Gen er als Er win
Jaenicke of  IV Army Corps, Wal ter Heitz of
IV Army Corps, Karl Strecker of  XI Army
Corps, and Hans Hube of XIV Pan zer
Corps—to dis cuss the situa tion.  They all
agreed that they must gather all their
strength for an at tempt to break through the 
en cir clem ent.  They sched uled their at tack
for the 25th and, in agree ment with von
Weichs (but not with Pau lus, who had no
knowl edge of their plans at that stage), be -
gan re group ing for the op era tion.

How ever, Pau lus—like his chief of
staff—was ap par ently not per suaded by the air -
men's warn ings.  He vac il lated through out
the 22d and 23d, afraid to con tra dict Hit -
ler's or der to stand fast even though he
knew his op por tu ni ties for a suc cess ful
break out were disappear ing with every
pass ing hour.  On the 22d, he did re quest
“free dom of de ci sion in the event of fail ure
to con struct south ern de fen sive po si tions.”
Yet, to tally ig nor ing von Richtho fen's, Fie -
big's, and Pick ert's logi cal ar gu ments
against an air lift, he stated that as long as he 
could close his ex posed south ern front “and 
re ceive am ple air borne sup plies,” he in -
tended to hold the area still in his posses -
sion.24  Next even ing, in re sponse to
Hit ler's fresh or der to con struct all- -
 around de fen sive po si tions and await re lief 
from out side, the gen eral re plied with an -
other teletype mes sage.  This time he did
al lude to mounting op po si tion to the pro -
posed air lift, but said only that “timely and
ade quate supply has been ruled out.”25  His 
army must break through the en cir clem ent
to the south west, he stated, be cause it was
now suf fer ing acute fuel and am mu ni tion
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short ages and increas ing en emy at tacks
against cer tain sec tors.  As the army could
not hold out for long, he again requested
“free dom of de ci sion.”  His five corps com -
mand ers, he added, shared his views on
the situa tion.

Hit ler's ears were now deaf to such pleas.
His mind was firmly made up.  Af ter ar riv ing 
back at his East Prus sian head quar ters on the 
23d, he re plied to Pau lus by ra dio in the
early hours of the 24th.  Sixth Army (which
he now des ig nated “For tress Stal in grad”)
would stay and de fend it self vig or ously.
“Air sup ply by a hun dred more Jun kers is
get ting un der way,” he said, try ing to re as -
sure the fran tic army com mander.26  By
now, Hit ler's no tion of an air lift op era tion
had changed con sid era bly since Jeschon nek 
had first as sured him that Sixth Army
could be supplied by air.  He had then de -
scribed the army's en cir clem ent as tem -
po rary, and Jeschon nek had made his rash
as sur ance with that in mind.  Now he clearly 
en vis aged a Demyansk- - style air lift, only even 
larger and longer last ing.  “Sixth Army will
stay where it is,” he yelled at Zeitzler in the
even ing of the 23d, ac cord ing to the lat ter's
post war ac count. “It is the gar ri son of a for -
tress, and the duty of for tress troops is to
with stand sieges.  If nec es sary they will hold 
out all win ter, and I shall re lieve them by a
spring of fen sive.”27 

The firm ness of Hit ler's con vic tion that
the “for tress” should stand fast and that the
Luft waffe could keep it ade quately sup plied
had grown con sid era bly in the two days since
Jeschon nek had first men tioned it.  One of
the main rea sons for his in creased con vic tion
was the al most unani mous sup port for the
de ci sion ex pressed by those around him.  At
Berchtes gaden, and dur ing his long train
jour ney to East Prus sia on the 23d, Hit ler
had no con tact—per sonal or tele graphic—with
the army and air force com mand ers at the
front.  Dur ing that criti cal decision- - making
pe ri od, he did not speak to von Richtho fen,
Fie big, or Pick ert, whose air forces would
have to carry out the mas sive sup ply op era -
tion and who were now fran tic ally warn ing

al most eve ry one else that they lacked the
means to sus tain Sixth Army.  Nor did he
com mu ni cate with von Weichs, who shared
their view and ad vo cated an im me di ate
break out.  Hit ler learned of their views from 
Zeitzler, who had fi nally “come around” and 
now de fended their as sess ment.  Yet, be -
cause their warn ings were not de liv ered per -
son ally, but only passed on by the army's
“over anx ious” chief of staff, they car ried lit -
tle weight.  Hit ler merely ac cused Zeitzler of
be ing too pes si mis tic and ad vised him to
stop pay ing heed to “de feat ist” com mand ers
who could n't see the for est for the trees.

The mili tary ad vis ers ac com pa ny ing
Hit ler—his faith ful pala dins, Wil helm Keitel
and Al fred Jodl, and their skele ton
staffs—were in no po si tion to make de tailed
as sessments or of fer in formed ad vice.  
 The syco phan tic Keitel, who sel dom ex -
pressed views con trary to Hit ler's, acted
true to form through out this cru cial pe ri od.
“The Volga must be held! . . . Sixth Army
must hold out!” he re peat edly told Hit ler.
Al though Jodl was no lackey, de spite the
ef forts of many post war writ ers to paint
him as one, he was still smart ing from the
rough treat ment Hit ler had dished out when
he sided with Gen er al feld mar schall Wil -
helm List against him in Sep tem ber.  He
was not yet ready to re ceive more.  He
there fore gave Hit ler far more cau tious but
still agree able ad vice: al though Sixth Army
was cer tainly in a predica ment, he ar gued,
and its de struc tion looked cer tain if re lief
was not forth com ing, the vast ter ri to rial
gains made dur ing the sum mer cam paign
should not be aban doned bef ore von Man -
stein's re lief op era tion was at tempted.  In
the mean time, the Luft waffe should keep
the army sup plied.

Aside from Zeitzler's, the only dis sent ing
voice Hit ler heard dur ing his last two days
in Berchtes gaden and his long jour ney north 
to East Prus sia be longed to Jeschon nek,
who had aban doned his ear lier po si tion and
now meekly sug gested that Sixth Army
should break out.28  He re gret ted his ear -
lier as suran ces to Hit ler.  Al most as soon as
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the words were out of his mouth, he wished
he could swal low them again.  Af ter hav ing 
his staff check his fig ures and af ter talk ing
with von Richtho fen sev eral times by tele -
phone, he quickly re al ized that noth ing
close to ade quate lo gis ti cal sup port of Sixth
Army by air would be pos si ble, even with
con sis tently favor able weather and tak ing no
ac count of VVS ac tion.  He and von Richtho -
fen were close friends, but the lat ter clearly
domi nated their re la tion ship and, when they 
dis agreed on mat ters, usu ally man aged to
win Jeschon nek over.  This was clearly one
such case.  How ever, al though Jeschon nek
no ti fied Hit ler that he might have been too
hasty when he made his ear lier as sess ment,
his re trac tion car ried no weight.  Not only
did Keitel and Jodl be lieve Sixth Army
should stay, Hit ler re torted, but Jeschon -
nek's own su pe rior, Reichsmar schall Gör -
ing, had now given his per sonal as sur ance
that the air force could fully meet the
army's sup ply needs.

Re spon si bil ity for the de ci sion to
sup ply Sixth Army . . . rests with

three in di vidu als:  Jeschon nek, Hit -
ler, and Gör ing.

De ter min ing when Gör ing first spe cifi -
cally as sured Hit ler that the Luft waffe could
sup ply the army is dif fi cult be cause of the
pau city of re li able and de tailed sources.
How ever, David Irving, who has re con -
structed Gör ing's move ments in this pe ri od, 
be lieves that Hit ler had first phoned him on
21 No vem ber, a full day af ter Jeschon nek
had made his rash prom ise and shortly af ter
Hit ler had first men tioned the air lift to Pau -
lus.29  This view gains sup port from von
Richtho fen's di ary de scrip tion of a dis cus -
sion he had with Hit ler at the “Wolf's Lair”
on 11 Feb ru ary 1943, al most two weeks af ter 
Pau lus sur ren dered and his sur viv ing troops
stag gered into So viet cap tiv ity.  Hit ler ad -

mit ted to von Richtho fen that Gör ing was
not en tirely to blame for the failed air lift; he 
had him self prom ised Sixth Army that it
would be sup plied by air, “with out the
Reichsmar schall's knowl edge.”30

 When Gör ing first dis cussed an air lift
with Hit ler on 21 No vem ber, he lacked up- -
 to- - the- - minute in for ma tion on Sixth
Army's en cir clem ent and sta tis ti cal data
with which to make air sup ply cal cu la tions.
He there fore gave no spe cific as sur ances
about his force's air lift ton nage ca pa bili ties, 
in sist ing in stead that Sixth Army should
stand fast and that, as Jeschon nek had said the 
pre vious day, the Luft waffe would do all in
its power to meet the army's needs.  As soon 
as he got off the phone, he sum moned his
quar ter mas ter staff and or dered every
avail able trans port plane—in clud ing his own 
cou rier flight—to be mo bi lized for the op -
era tion.  Gör ing's ac tions are re mark able,
con sid er ing that he had not yet stud ied de -
tailed data or con sulted air sup ply ex perts.
He later told von Richtho fen that at the very
be gin ning of the Stal in grad epi sode, he had
played the op ti mist and sup ported Hit ler in
his de ci sion to stand fast there.31  At that
point, von Richtho fen added, Gör ing had
still be lieved Sixth Army's en cir clem ent to
be tem po rary.

Gör ing's as sur ances be came much stronger
on the fol low ing day (22 No vem ber), when
he ar rived in Berchtes gaden.  Hit ler asked
his bulky dep uty whether he still sup ported
the air- - supply pro posal.  Gör ing re plied
con fi dently, “Ja, it can be done.”  He could
give no other an swer, he later told Gen era -
loberst Bruno Lör zer, his close friend, be -
cause the Nazi leader used the worst kind of
emo tional black mail:

Hitler said to me: “Listen here, Göring.  If the
Luftwaffe cannot carry this through, then
Sixth Army is lost!”  He had me firmly by the
sword--knot.  I could do nothing but agree,
otherwise the air force and I would be left
with the blame for the loss of the army.  So I
had to reply: “Mein Führer, we'll do the
job!”32
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He could hardly have re jected the air lift
proposal any way, he lamely ex plained af ter -
wards to Paul Kör ner (un der sec re tary of state 
for the Four Year Plan), be cause his own
chief of staff had al ready con vinced Hit ler
that the air force could sup ply the en cir cled
forces.  “Hit ler al ready had Jeschon nek's pa -
pers bef ore I set eyes on them,” he told Kör -
ner, doubt less try ing to shift some blame to
his chief of staff.  “I could only say, `Mein
Führer, you have all the fig ures. If they are
cor rect, then I place my self at your dis -
posal.'”33

Jeschon nek's origi nal fig ures were not ac -
cu rate, how ever, as Gör ing learned just
hours later. Oberst Es chenauer, Jeschon nek's 
sup ply of fi cer, in formed his boss that the
stan dard “250 kg” and “1,000 kg” air- -
 supply con tain ers on which he based his cal -
cu la tions ac tu ally car ried only around two- -
 thirds of those loads.34 Their names de rived
solely from the size of the bombs they re -
placed on bomb racks. Jeschon nek, an hon -
est man who ad mit ted his mis takes,
im me di ate ly told Gör ing, and asked him to
warn Hit ler that their cal cu la tions were
based on in cor rect data. Gör ing winced
when his young chief of staff con fessed to
this er ror, but, believ ing it was “too late
now,” ex pressly for bade him to tell Hit ler. In -
stead, he phoned Hit ler, re peated his un con -
di tional as sur ances that the Luft waffe could
do the job and in vited him to phone Gen er -
al feld mar schall Erhard Milch, his dep uty
and Air In spec tor--Gen eral, if he still felt
un sure. When Milch fi nally learned of this
in 1946, he an grily scrawled in his di ary: “De -
ceit plus in com pe tence equals one
Reichsmar schall! I guessed it al ready, but
now I get proof of it, it makes me want to
throw up all over again.”35

Ac cord ing to Zeitzler's post war claims, af ter
Hit ler ar rived back in East Prus sia late next 
even ing—23 No vem ber—he vig or ously
tried to per suade Hit ler that Gör ing's prom -
ises were im pos si ble to keep. Af ter ex plain -
ing at length the ton nages re quired and the
lack of air craft to carry them, Zeitzler told
Hit ler that “hav ing ex am ined the facts in de -

tail, the con clu sion is in es cap able: it is not
pos si ble to keep the Sixth Army sup plied
by air.”36  Hit ler re mained out wardly calm, 
but, with an noy ance evi dent in his voice,
stated, “The Reichsmar schall has as sured
me that it is pos si ble.” When Zeitzler stood
his ground, Hit ler sent for the air force
chief. “Gör ing,” he asked, “can you keep the 
Sixth Army sup plied by air?” The air man
raised his right arm and said, “Mein Führer,
I as sure you that the Luft waffe can keep the
Sixth Army supplied.” Hit ler cast Zeitzler a 
tri um phant glance, but the gen eral re fused
to back down.  “The Luft waffe cer tainly can -
not,” he in sisted, to which Gör ing an grily re -
torted, “You are not in a po si tion to give an
opin ion on that.”  Hit ler was sur prised by the 
un dis guised hos til ity be tween his com -
mand ers, but granted Zeitzler per mis sion
to chal lenge Gör ing's prom ises. “Herr
Reichsmar schall,” he said.  “Do you know
what ton nage has to be flown in every day?” 
Caught off- - guard, the em bar rassed air
leader spat back, “I don't, but my staff of fi -
cers do.” Zeitzler had come armed.  His own
staff had made de tailed cal cu la tions, which
he im me di ate ly sum ma rized:

Allowing for all the stocks at present with
Sixth Army, allowing for absolute minimum
needs and the taking of all possible emergency 
measures, the Sixth Army will require delivery 
of three hundred tons per day. But since not
every day is suitable for flying, as I myself
learned at the front last winter, this means
that about five hundred tons will have to be
carried to Sixth Army on each and every
flying day if the irreducible minimum
average is to be maintained.

“I can do that,” Gör ing shot back. Los ing his 
tem per, Zeitzler shouted: “Mein Führer!
That is a lie!” Hit ler thought for a minute
bef ore re ply ing: “The Reichsmar schall has
made his re port to me, which I have no
choice but to be lieve. I there fore abide by
my origi nal de ci sion [to sup ply the army by
air].”

Zeitzler's fre quently cited de scrip tion of
this ar gu ment with Gör ing should not be
treated as a ver ba tim rec ord be cause it is
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based on his sub jec tive rec ol lec tion of the
ex change and was ap par ently not writ ten
down un til the fol low ing day. How ever, the
ac count is al most cer tainly an hon est at tempt
at re con struct ing the event. Zeitzler's open
op po si tion to the air lift is men tioned in sev -
eral re li able sources, in clud ing von Richtho -
fen's di ary, as is his cour age to ex press
opin ions con trary to Hit ler's. But plac ing this 
ac count chrono logi cally within this cru cial
de ci sion--mak ing pe ri od poses prob lems.
Zeitzler him self could not re mem ber the
date, not ing only that it took place “be -
tween 22 and 26 No vem ber.”37

Most writ ers place the ar gu ment in the
early hours of 24 No vem ber—that is, shortly
af ter Hit ler ar rived from Berchtes gaden and

shortly bef ore he is sued his fate ful or der to
Pau lus that his army must stand fast, that a re -
lief op era tion was be ing launched, and that
the Luft waffe, bol stered by “a hun dred
more Jun kers,” would keep the army sup -
plied.38  If the ar gu ment did oc cur at that
point, then it rep re sents the last ma jor ap -
peal to Hit ler to change his mind and the
most weighty chal lenge to Gör ing's un con -
di tional as sur ances that his air force would
meet the trapped army's sup ply needs.  It
shows not only that Hit ler had al ready
firmly made up his mind bef ore he ar rived
back in East Prus sia, but that his dep uty's
em bar rass ing un fa mili ar ity with the ton -
nages he had prom ised to sup ply should
have raised grave doubts in his mind about
the re li abil ity of those prom ises.  Bef ore it was 
too late, Hit ler should have re ex am ined the
ta bles and graphs drawn up by Jeschon nek,
Zeitzler, and the army quartermaster- -
 general; and he should have spo ken to von
Richtho fen, whose air fleet was to carry out
the air sup ply op era tion.

How ever, the ar gu ment with Zeitzler did 
not take place on the 24th, bef ore the air -
lift be gan.  It could not have.  Af ter Gör ing 
vis ited Hit ler at the Berg hof on the 22d, he
de parted for Paris in “Asia,” his luxu ri ous
com mand train.  He spent the next four
days—when he should have been or gan iz ing
the air lift—vis it ing Pa ri sian art deal ers and
gal ler ies.39  Von Richtho fen was ap palled.  “I 
urge Jeschon nek and Zeitzler to re port my
views to the Führer,” he wrote in his di ary
on the 25th, “and to har ness the Reichsmar -
schall, but he's in Paris!”40  Gör ing ar rived
back at Hit ler's head quar ters in Ras ten burg
on the 27th, and his heated ex change with
Zeitzler proba bly took place at that point;
that is, three days af ter Hit ler had given the
fi nal go- - ahead for the air lift.  De spite the
claims of nu mer ous writ ers, there fore, the
ar gu ment played no part in the decision- -
 making pro cess.  The die had al ready been
cast.

Hit ler's de ci sion to keep Sixth Army at
Stal in grad and sup port it from the air un til
a re lief op era tion could break its en cir clem -
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ent was poorly re ceived by the com mand ers
in the field.  Von Richtho fen again tried des -
per ately to con vince eve ry one who would
lis ten that Hit ler must be given an hon est
ap praisal of the facts.  He phoned Jeschon -
nek (three times), von Weichs, and Zeitzler, 
once more plead ing with them to have his
views made known to Hit ler (which they
did, to no avail).41  He was dis ap pointed by
what he cor rectly per ceived to be Jeschon -
nek's lack of cour age in Hit ler's pres ence,
not ing that “Weichs and Zeitzler share my 
view.  Jeschon nek has no view at all.”  He
was most up set the next day to learn that the
air lift would pro ceed, de spite their warn -
ings:

The Führer heard everything we had to say,
but decides against it because he believes the
army can hold on and he does not think we
could reach Stalingrad again.  I stand by my
own opinion.  Still, orders are orders and
everything will be done pursuant to the orders 
received.  It is tragic that none of the locally-- 
responsible commanders, although purportedly
possessing [the Führer's] confidence, has any
influence at all now. . . . As things are at present, 
operationally speaking, we are nothing more
than highly--paid non--commissioned
officers.42

Von Richtho fen was stunned that the
High Com mand ex pected him to fly in at
least three hun dred tons per day.  “We sup -
ply [the pocket to day] with all our Ju- - 52s,
but we only have 30 avail able for that.” He
added in his di ary on the 25th:

Of yesterday's 47 Ju 52s, 22 made sorties [into
the pocket]; of  today's 30, 9 made sorties.
We flew in 75 tons today, instead of the 300
tons ordered by the High Command, which is
not possible with the few Ju 52s available. I
report[ed] this to the Reichsmarschall.

Von Seyd litz, com mander of LI Army
Corps, also com plained that Hit ler's or -
der was im pos si ble to ful fill.  He sent Pau -
lus a lengthy re port, which warned that
there could be no ques tion of stand ing firm: 
“The army has a clear choice:  it must
break through to the south west in the gen -

eral di rec tion of Ko telnik ovo or face de struc -
tion within days.”43  The army's sup ply
situa tion, he in sisted, would de cide the mat -
ter.  To be lieve the Luft waffe could keep the
army sup plied was grasp ing at straws, es pe -
cially since only 30 Ju- - 52s were at hand
and, even if the other hun dred air craft Hit -
ler prom ised ac tu ally ma te ri al ized, they
could still not meet the army's needs in
full.  Un for tu nately, von Seyd litz's re port
con tained sev eral care less in ac cu ra cies
which robbed it of its per sua sive ness.  He
stated, for ex am ple, that even one th o u s a nd
tons of sup plies per day would not be suf fi -
cient, whereas Sixth Army's own quar ter -
mas ter had just re ported that the army could 
sur vive if the Luft waffe car ried in five hun -
dred tons each day (three hun dred cu bic
me ters of fuel and two hun dred tons of am -
mu ni tion).44  Schmidt and Pau lus still sent
the re port to von Man stein, add ing that, al -
though they dis agreed with many of von
Seyd litz's rea sons, they shared his view that
the army should break out im me di ate ly.

Un for tu nately for all those op posed to
Hit ler's “stand fast” and air lift de ci sions,
von Man stein made his own thor ough as sess -
ment of the situa tion and sent the High
Com mand a far more op ti mis tic ap praisal.45

His po si tion was simi lar to Jodl's: while he
agreed that a break out was the saf est
course, and that the army re mained in dan -
ger if it stayed in its pres ent po si tions, he was 
not con vinced by Army Group B's in sis tence 
on an im me di ate break out.  If a re lief op era -
tion could start in early De cem ber, he ar -
gued, and if the prom ised re in force ments
ar rived in time, it was still pos si ble to save
the army.  Of course, he cau tioned, if it
proved im pos si ble to launch the re lief op era -
tion or meet the army's sup ply needs by air,
then it should break out.  Hit ler felt vin di -
cated.  He highly val ued von Man stein's
opin ions (as did most of his sen ior of fi cers),
and proudly in formed Zeitzler and his other
ad vis ers that the field mar shal's as sess ment
was far more in keep ing with his own views
than those of his “de feat ist” gen er als.  The
de bate was over; he had won—for now.
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Thus, re spon si bil ity for the de ci sion to
sup ply Sixth Army—one of the most fate ful
de ci sions of the war—rests with three in -
di vidu als: Jeschon nek, Hit ler, and Gör -
ing.  Jeschon nek rashly made the first
as sur ances that the Luft waffe was ca pa ble
of meet ing the army's lo gis ti cal needs bef -
ore he had con sulted air trans port ex perts,
made de tailed cal cu la tions of his own, or
sought the views of von Richtho fen and the 
other air force and army com mand ers at
the front.  Their evalua tions of the situa -
tion and the ca pa bilities of their re spec tive
forces would have been far more de tailed
and re li able than the situation as sess ments
made by Hit ler and his en tou rage (thou -
sands of kilo me ters away in Hit ler's al pine
re treat in south ern Ba varia), whose main
source of in for ma tion was Zeitzler's tele phone
“up dates.”  Jeschon nek should have re quested 
a lit tle time to do home work bef ore pre sent -
ing an opin ion on the mat ter.

When Jeschon nek gave his ini tial as -
suran ces to Hit ler, how ever, he be lieved that
the army's en cir clem ent would be tem po -
rary and, there fore, that its long- - term sur -
vival did not de pend on the air force's
abil ity to keep it sup plied.  Had he known
then that Sixth Army would need sup ply -
ing for sev eral weeks, if not sev eral
months, he cer tainly would not have
prom ised Hit ler any thing with out ex ten -
sive re search.  To his credit, when he did
learn that Sixth Army's en cir clem ent would
last longer than origi nally claimed, that von
Richtho fen and Fie big force fully op posed
the air lift, and that his own hasty cal cu la -
tions were in ac cu rate, he im me di ate ly ad -
mit ted his mis takes and tried to dis suade
Hit ler and Gör ing.  He lacked both a force -
ful per son al ity and the re spect of his bosses, 
so, as a re sult, they sim ply ig nored his warn -
ings.  Jeschon nek's cul pa bil ity, then, stems
from rash ness, a faulty origi nal as sess ment
of the situa tion, and an in abil ity to stand
up to stronger per son ali ties.  It does not
stem from dis hon esty or in com pe tence.

When con sid er ing Hit ler's re spon si bil -
ity for the de ci sion to sup ply Sixth Army by

air, one should note that he was un able to
fo cus solely on that mat ter.  He had to di -
vide his at ten tion be tween events at Stal in grad 
and what he mis tak enly per ceived to be the
equally criti cal situa tion in North Af rica.
Only a fort night af ter Gen Ber nard Mont -
gom ery launched his of fen sive against Er win
Rom mel's po si tions at El Alamein and four
days af ter his army cap tured them (which
threw Hit ler into a fit of rage), ma jor
Anglo- - American land ings took place in
Mo rocco and Al ge ria on 8 No vem ber.
French re sis tance quickly col lapsed, and sub -
se quent events forced Hit ler to launch Op era -
tion An ton, the oc cu pa tion of Vi chy France,
on the 11th.  To make mat ters worse, he felt
he needed to pour scores of thou sands of
troops into Tu ni sia to coun ter the ad vance
of Anglo- - American forces pushing east ward
to wards Rom mel's Af rika Korps, still fal ling
back west ward bef ore Mont gom ery's Eighth
Army.  An ton quickly reached its suc cess -
ful con clu sion.  Yet, when Sta lin launched
Op era tion Ura nus on 19 No vem ber, events
were still go ing very poorly for German
troops in North Af rica and Hit ler's mind
was fo cused on their sur vival and, he hoped,
on op era tions to re store the situa tion.  Thus,
dis tracted by events in the Mediterra nean, 
Hit ler was un able to fo cus his at ten tion
solely on the grave situa tion in the east.
Had he cho sen to con cen trate on Stal in grad
and the se cu rity of the Don/Donets re gion,
stra te gi cally more im por tant than Tu ni sia,  he 
may have made dif fer ent choices than the
ones that even tu ally led to the loss of an en -
tire army.

 De cid ing to sup ply Sixth Army by air was 
not Hit ler's only mis take.  His de ci sion to
pour men and equip ment into Tu ni sia dur -
ing this criti cal pe ri od rates as one of the
worst he ever made.  As his to rian Vin cent
Or ange noted, “The cam paign, how ever pro -
longed, could have only one re sult: an Axis
de feat.”46  The Al lies, he ex plained, “en joyed 
com mand of the sea, the air and an enor mous
ad van tage on land in num bers of troops,
tanks, guns and sup plies of all kind (es pe cially
fuel).”  Thus, the 81,000 Ger man troops
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landed in Tu ni sia be tween No vem ber 1942
and Janu ary 1943,47 plus the 250 Ju- - 52s used 
to trans port them, were wasted in a cam paign
with lit tle stra te gic value and no chance of
suc cess.  Those men and air craft could have
made a cru cial dif fer ence to Ger man for -
tunes in the far more im por tant
Don/Donets re gion had they been sent to
von Man stein and von Richtho fen in stead.

Hit ler's re spon si bil ity for the air lift out -
weighs Jeschon nek's.  First, his own ini tial
per cep tions about the de vel op ing en cir -
clem ent and the fate of Sixth Army were not 
based on ra tion al ity, but ego tism.  His “iron
will” alone had saved his east ern ar mies
during the pre vious win ter, he be lieved.  It
would do so again.  This ex plains his com -
ment to Zeitzler on the first night af ter he
re turned to East Prus sia.  “We must show
firm ness of char ac ter in mis for tune,” he lec -
tured.  “We must re mem ber Fre der ick the
Great.”48  Sec ond, he also con sid ered it es -
sen tial to stand fast at Stal in grad be cause he
could not with draw, with out los ing face,
from the “strategically- - important” city that
he had pub licly vowed sev eral times to keep. 
Third, be cause Jeschon nek's as sur ances
supported his own pre con cep tions, he un criti -
cally ac cepted them, al though the air man
had clearly not re flected or con ducted re -
search bef ore mak ing them.  Fourth, from
the mo ment he re ceived those as sur ances,
which suited his own views so well, Hit ler
closed his mind to al ter na tive strate gies.
Fifth, he to tally ig nored the re peated ap -
peals and warn ings of his front line army
and air force com mand ers, un fairly call ing
them “de feat ists” be cause they chal lenged
the in flexi ble, “stand fast” for mula that he
had ele vated to the status of doc trine.
Sixth, he ac cepted Gör ing's prom ises and
re as sur ances as un criti cally as he had ac -
cepted Jeschon nek's, de spite the fact that 
Reichsmar schall  Gör ing had a poor track 
rec ord, had ex er cised only nomi nal com -
mand of the Luftwaffe dur ing the last year,
in stead dele gat ing the force's day- - to- - day
run ning to his sub or di nates, and, de spite
the cru cial na ture of the pres ent situa tion at 

Stal in grad, had evi dently made no real ef fort 
to fa mil iar ize him self with the is sues in -
volved.  Lastly, he did not sack Gör ing and
re place him with some one com pe tent, or
even de mand that he act re spon si bly in this
criti cal pe ri od.  He should at least have for -
bid den him (in von Richtho fen's words) “to 
swan off to Paris to plun der art gal ler ies”
and or dered him to stay in Ras ten burg to or -
gan ize and over see the Stal in grad air lift, the
larg est in mili tary his tory, upon which hung 
the lives of a quar ter of a mil lion men.

Gör ing's re spon si bil ity for the air lift de -
ci sion equals Hit ler's.  When the Nazi leader 
first asked him whether the Luft waffe could, 
as Jeschon nek had prom ised, fully meet
Sixth Army's lo gis ti cal needs, he should not 
have given an im me di ate an swer.  He should 
first have con sulted his air trans port ex perts, 
stud ied all avail able in for ma tion on the
situa tion at Stal in grad (en emy strengths and 
ac tivi ties, the size and state of trapped
forces, the con di tion and ca pa bili ties of Luft -
flotte 4, weather pat terns and pro jec tions,
and so on) and sought the opin ions of von
Richtho fen and the Fliegerkorps com mand -
ers in volved.  Re marka bly, Gör ing failed to
do this, not only bef ore mak ing his first as -
sur ances, but also bef ore mak ing his fi nal
prom ises prior to leav ing for Paris.

Gör ing ag gres sively domi nated his own
staff, driv ing two of his sen ior of fi cers to
sui cide (Ernst Udet in No vem ber 1941 and
Jeschon nek in August 1943).  Yet, he proved
in ca pa ble of stand ing up to Hit ler.  He rarely 
even ex pressed views con trary to Hit ler's (at 
least in the lat ter's pres ence), es pe cially af ter 
his ob vi ous fail ure to de feat Brit ain from
the air and to de fend Ger many's cit ies from
ever-- incre asing Al lied air at tacks.  These fail -
ures had stead ily re duced his stand ing in
Hit ler's eyes through out 1941 and 1942.  In -
stead, he lapsed into sub ser vi ence, hop ing
his slav ish loy alty would re pair their re la -
tion ship.  It is prob able, then, that Gör ing's
un con di tional as sur ances that his air force
could main tain Sixth Army stem from his
in abil ity to re sist Hit ler or chal lenge his
views (“I gained the im pres sion that he was
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afraid of Hit ler,” Milch once wrote49) and
from his in tense de sire to re store his tat -
tered pres tige.

Her mann Plocher ar gued that Gör ing “may
also have sin cerely be lieved that he could
ac com plish the air lift op era tion to sat is fac -
tion, just as he had done in some in stances
in the past, by com bin ing the in flu ences
of his sev eral of fices and add ing his own
bru tal en ergy.”50  Plocher was wrong.  Gör -
ing did not “sin cerely” be lieve that he could 
do the job, oth er wise no sense can be made
of his com ments to Lör zer that Hit ler had
him “by the sword- - knot” and that he could
“do noth ing but agree” be cause he did not
want to “be left with the blame.”  Also, his
re fusal to in form Hit ler that Jeschon nek's
origi nal calcula tions were based on false
prem ises and in for ma tion re moves any sug -
ges tion of “sin cer ity.”  He de lib er ately with -
held em bar rass ing but im por tant
in for ma tion from Hit ler.  Ad di tion ally, at no 
point dur ing the course of the air lift did he
throw his “bru tal en ergy” into mak ing sure it 
suc ceeded.  On the contrary, rather than
stay and or gan ize and oversee the cru cial 
op era tion him self, he dis appeared to Paris
on a shop ping trip and then, on his re turn,
only rarely at tempted to in volve him self in
its prog ress.

To sum up, then, this ar ti cle shows that
Hit ler's de ci sion to leave Sixth Army

trapped in Stal in grad with the Luft waffe
sup ply ing it un til a res cue at tempt could
be launched is more com plex than pre -
sented in books on these events.  First,
more peo ple were involved in the decision- -
 making pro cess than just Gör ing and Hit ler,
and the fi nal de ci sion it self was not spon ta -
ne ously made dur ing the first dis cus sion be -
tween those two.  It evolved dur ing sev eral
dis cus sions be tween Hit ler and his clos est
mili tary ad vis ers, sev eral of whom gave poor 
coun sel and pre vented Hit ler from hear ing
per son ally from those with dis sent ing views, 
es pe cially von Richtho fen, clearly the per -
son best in formed about Luft waffe ca pa bili -
ties in the Stal in grad sec tor.  Con trary to
popu lar claims, the de ci sion was not
reached af ter Gör ing “duped”  Hit ler.  No,
thanks to Jeschon nek and the use less ad vice
of Keitel and Jodl, Hit ler al ready had it firmly
in mind bef ore he even spoke to the bulky
dema gogue.  His fear of pub li c hu milia tion,
cou pled with his stub born inflexi bil ity
(which he called his “iron will”) quickly
trans formed the air lift—really only one of
sev eral al ter na tive strate gies that he should
have ex plored prop erly—into the only course 
of ac tion.  Those same sub jec tive fac tors led
him to ig nore the dis sent ing voices of com -
mand ers he or di nar ily trusted and to lis ten
to those of men he held in low re gard.
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